The riboswitch control of bacterial metabolism.
Aptamers are artificial nucleic acids that selectively bind small molecules. In the past two years, it has become clear that nature has already devised its own aptamers that play important regulatory roles. RNA sensors have been discovered in both Gram-positive and Gram-negative bacteria that function as molecular switches in response to direct binding of structurally diverse metabolites. These natural RNA aptamers, called 'riboswitches', are imbedded in the leader sequences of numerous metabolic genes. Riboswitches are able to repress or activate their cognate genes at both transcriptional and translational levels. Here, we summarize the recent progress in the identification and characterization of riboswitches and discuss their evolution and distribution.